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Abstract
This article will look at methodological parallels between John B. Wesley and Donald A. 
McGavran. The influence of both men arose during similar social shifts that were accom-
panied by a perception of ecclesial apathy. Parallels will be demonstrated in McGavran’s 
principles of 1) conversion as a priority, 2) effective evangelism as a process model, 3) the 
danger of redemption and lift, 4) the importance of multiplication, and 5) pragmatism in 
methodology. A final section will look at the legacy of these two men and will suggest how 
identification can help retain focus on principles rather than on contextually-bound tactics. 
Par allel times
In this article, we will look at missiological parallels between the principles 
of John B. Wesley and Donald A McGavran. Wesley’s methodology was 
hammered out in mid-eighteenth century England as the Industrial Revo-
lution conquered Europe, driving peasants from agricultural to urban liv-
ing in a quest to better their lives though technology. As historian David 
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Watson describes, it was “a society which was suffering from radical change 
and depersonalization.”1 Only in hindsight would history brand the prom-
ises of the Industrial Revolution as overly materialistic and rarely altruistic. 
Yet, amid this cultural shift from organic to mechanistic, spiritual fires leapt 
from the field sermons and structured discipleship methodology of a for-
mer Oxford don.
Not surprisingly in such an era, methods overshadowed principles, and 
soon the derisive appellation “Methodist” was applied to Wesley’s follow-
ers. Though they preferred to be called Wesleyans, Wesley would only bend 
to popular terminology by describing them as “the people called Method-
ists.”2 Yet, the sarcastic term survives and even flourishes in churches and 
denominations with Wesley’s methodologies in their heritage (though they 
may not remember what those methods are).
Donald A. McGavran’s principles for what he called effective evangelism3 
were born in a similar cultural transition from farm to factory. In the post-
World War II milieu, American ingenuity in science and quantification had 
defeated Europe’s historical masters of technology—the German nation. 
Amid the euphoria generated by the passing of the technological baton, 
Donald A. McGavran began to emphasize measurement and anthropologi-
cal assessment as valid lenses to follow the unseen movements of the Holy 
Spirit within societies. Based in part on his background as an executive-level 
administrator of missionary hospitals in India, McGavran suggested prin-
ciples and methodologies that appealed to a culture infatuated again with 
measurement and technology. 
However, McGavran and Wesley had similar eye-opening experiences 
regarding the state of contemporary spirituality. Wesley famously received 
a letter from his brother Charles, who had just begun his studies at Oxford’s 
most prestigious seminary—Christ Church College. Charles summed up 
what he found in these words, at Christ Church College, “a man stands a 
very fair chance of being laughed out of his religion.”4
1 David Lowes Watson, The Early Methodist Class Meeting: Its Origins and Significance 
(Eugene, OR: Wipf & Stock, 2002), 129.
2 John Wesley, Letter to John Clayton, 1732.
3 Similar to what Wesley experienced, McGavran’s more nuanced designation underwent 
a similar simplification with an accompanying overemphasis upon its tactical nature. 
Though McGavran preferred his principles be described as effective evangelism [Effective 
Evangelism: A Theological Mandate (Presbyterian & Reformed Pub Co, 1988), 43], 
much like Wesley 256 years earlier, his work would succumb to the more modish label 
of church growth.
4 Kenneth G. C. Newport and Gareth Lloyd, The Letters of Charles Wesley: A Critical 
Edition, with Instruction and Notes: Volume 1 (1728–1756) (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2013), 25.
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McGavran had a similar experience as described by Tim Stafford, “One 
morning McGavran asked his class what should be the first question a per-
son asks when he reads a biblical passage. One of the most intelligent men 
answered promptly, ‘What is there in this passage that we cannot believe?’ 
He meant that anything miraculous or supernatural ought to be deleted or 
explained as ‘poetic.’ ‘I had never before been confronted as bluntly with 
what the liberal position means to its ordinary Christians,’ McGavran says. 
‘It shocked me, and I began at that moment to feel that it could not be the 
truth.’”5 
Both men encountered dichotomies that would set their spiritual and 
tactical trajectories. For both, a popular interpretation of what constitutes 
biblical spirituality had robbed Christianity of authenticity and relevance. 
As a result, it should be expected that parallel explorations and codifications 
of the spiritual journey would result. 
From mcGaVr aN BackWard to Wesley
McGavran’s principles will frame this discussion, since the purpose of this 
article is to see if McGavran’s ideas were pre-shadowed in John Wesley’s 
principles for the Wesleyan Movement.  To frame McGavran’s understand-
ings, we will delve into his primary writings such as, The Bridges of God: A 
Study in the Strategy of Missions (1981), Church Growth: Strategies That Work, 
with George Hunter (1980), How Churches Grow: The New Frontiers of Mis-
sion (1959), Effective Evangelism: A Theological Mandate (1988), and, of 
course, his magnum opus, Understanding Church Growth (1980). 
For the reader who wants to delve further into the life of John Wesley, 
seminal volumes include the following: Wesley and the People Called Meth-
odist (1995) and Mirror and Memory: Reflections on Early Methodism (1989) 
both by Richard P. Heitzenrater, The Scripture Way of Salvation: The Heart 
of John Wesley’s Theology (1997) by Kenneth J. Collins, Leadership in the 
Wesleyan Spirit (1995) by Lovett H. Weems Jr., The Rise of Evangelicalism: 
The Age of Edwards, Whitefield, and the Wesleys (2010) by Mark A. Noll, The 
Amazing John Wesley: An Unusual Look at an Uncommon Life by H. Newton 
Malony, and John Wesley’s Ecclesiology: A Study in Its Sources and Develop-
ment (Pietist and Wesleyan Studies, 2007) by Gwang Seok Oh. 
I am also indebted to two heirs of both Wesley and McGavran. Dr. Eddie 
Gibbs is an Englishman and Anglican, who at Fuller Theological Seminary 
became Donald McGavran’s de facto successor as leader of the Church 
Growth Movement. Especially insightful have been his Bodybuilding Exer-
cises for the Local Church (1979) and I Believe in Church Growth (1985). The 
second heir to both Wesley and McGavran is George G. Hunter III. As a 
5 Tim Stafford, “The Father of Church Growth,” Mission Frontiers Journal ( January 1986).
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North American United Methodist pastor and scholar, his book, To Spread 
the Power: Church Growth in the Wesleyan Spirit (1987), probes in detail 
some of the connections that I will be discussing.6 
Finally, the irony is not lost on this author that working backward from 
McGavran to Wesley could lead one to invent connections that did not exist, 
nor were intended. However, it seems appropriate to frame McGavran’s cen-
tral principles and then see if they had historical antecedents in the prin-
ciples of Wesley. 
FiVe PriNciPles
Who better than Englishman and member of the Church of England Eddie 
Gibbs to inaugurate our codification from principles he outlined in The Rel-
evance of Church Growth Principles to Evangelism in England?7 Still, to keep 
this article at the requested length, it will require delimiting our discussion 
to five overarching principles, since some of Gibbs’ twelve principles are 
subsets.
Our first task is to define a “church-growth principle,” but happily 
McGavran has done this for us, stating, “a church-growth principle is a uni-
versal truth which, when properly interpreted and applied, contributes sig-
nificantly to the growth of churches and denominations.”8 Now that we have 
our definition, let us look at the five delimited categories.
1) conversion as a Priority
Gibbs describes McGavran’s principle this way, “God wills that individuals 
and communities should come to Christ in repentance and faith to acknowl-
edge him as Saviour and Lord, to become his disciples and be incorporated 
in local churches.”9
McGavran
McGavran, writing with George Hunter, stated conversion’s teleological 
importance, “The goal of evangelism for the Church Growth Movement is 
to persuade unbelievers to become followers of Jesus Christ and responsible 
6 George Hunter provides a helpful North American framework, especially because he 
evaluates Wesley through the lens of how Francis Asbury and Thomas Coke adapted 
Wesley’s methodology.
7 Eddie Gibbs, “McGavran & The Relevance of Church Growth Principles to Evange-
lism,” The ChurchMan: An International Journal of Theology 3 (1995): 232.
8 Donald Anderson McGavran and Win Arn, Ten Steps for Church Growth (New York: 
Harper and Row, 1977), 88.
9 Eddie Gibbs, “The Relevance of Church Growth Principles to Evangelism in England,” 
The Churchman Journal: An International Journal of Theology 3 (1981): 227–248.
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members of a Christian church. No matter how many times they hear the 
gospel, if they do not become confessing and practicing disciples of Jesus 
Christ they are still regarded as being unevangelized.”10
Before we delve into the comparison too deeply, a clarification about 
terminology is necessary. Some contemporary authors equate the terms 
evangelism and conversion. This writer believes they do so in error and 
that both McGavran and Wesley would agree. Semantics, logic, and biblical 
context suggest euangelion or “Good News-ing” applies to pre-conversion 
help, conversionary assistance, as well as post-conversion discipleship.11 
McGavran described this holistic perspective, stating, “The field of evange-
lism is broader than church growth in educational, theological, social and 
methodological aspects. The field of church growth is broad in missiologi-
cal and ecclesiastical aspects. The two intersect and become synonymous 
when the goal of evangelism—the bottom line on which success or failure 
is evaluated—is to bring unbelievers into a personal relationship with Jesus 
Christ and into responsible church membership.”12 
It is important to note that McGavran ended his comparison with the 
words, “…the goal of evangelism—the bottom line on which success or fail-
ure is evaluated—is to bring unbelievers into a personal relationship with 
Jesus Christ and into responsible church membership.”13 McGavran believed 
conversion was the central, pivotal, and eternal point in the Good News 
journey, and thus for McGavran, conversion was a priority. McGavran’s ral-
lying cry, according to colleague C. Peter Wagner, was, “God wants His lost 
sheep found.”14 
To further emphasize this, McGavran suggested there are three catego-
ries of growth—biological, transfer, and conversion. Biological was when 
“children of existing Christians come to have Christian faith.”15 Transfer 
growth occurs when people transfer their attendance or membership to 
another congregation. Conversion growth was the most important for 
McGavran, who stated, “In short, doctrinal soundness and spiritual renewal 
10 Donald McGavran and George G. Hunter, Church Growth: Strategies That Work (Nash-
ville: Abingdon Press, 1980).
11 This argument has been expanded in my books Spiritual Waypoints: Helping Others 
Navigate the Journey (2010) and Waypoint: Navigating Your Spiritual Journey (2010), and 
in my Great Commission Research Journal article, “A Holistic Good News: Missional, 
Effective Evangelism and Lessons Learned While Traveling in the Hoofprints of Wes-
ley” (2013).
12 McGavran and Hunter, Church Growth: Strategies That Work, 33.
13 bid.
14 C. Peter Wagner, Strategies for Church Growth (Ventura: Regal Books, 1987), 40. 
15 Donald McGavran, Effective Evangelism: A Theological Mandate (Presbyterian & 
Reformed Pub Co, 1988), 43. 
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must always aim at substantial numbers of conversions…”16 McGavran was 
particularly concerned that seminaries were embarrassed by the topic and 
thus avoided teaching about conversion. He felt this needed to be changed.17
Wesley
For Wesley, it was the lens of his theological genius that a personal spiritual 
journey molded a practical theology. Growing up in Epworth, England, his 
father was not his main theological tutor. Rather, it was his mother Susanna 
Wesley, who was known throughout the parish for her sharp intellect and 
commanding understanding of theology, history, and classical languages. 
His mother nurtured John more than his other siblings due in part because 
of John’s miraculous rescue from the burning parsonage as a five-year-old 
child.
This added a theological and philosophical attention, which apparently 
paid off. Upon graduation from Christ Church College at Oxford, young 
Wesley was offered a fellowship at Lincoln College, something unusual at 
the time. Once there, his spiritual sensitivity led his brother Charles to ask 
him to oversee their small group of young men seeking spiritual maturity 
and depth. Ridiculed by their fellow students as the “Holy Club” and “Bible 
Moths,” they nonetheless met regularly and developed rules for spiritual 
growth. These rules for their group became the initial seeds of the method. 
We shall talk more about these shortly.
Soon this young professor came to the attention of James Oglethorpe, 
governor of the new colony of Georgia. Wesley was offered what was essen-
tially the opportunity to plant in Georgia the first Church of England. Sail-
ing to Savannah accompanied by a number of parishioners, this appeared to 
be an example of a church planting done right; it had support, it had con-
gregants, and it had a spiritual and tested leader. However, things could still 
go wrong.
En route to the New World, the ship encountered a frightful storm. Even 
hardened sailors cried out to God to forgive them, as they feared imminent 
death. Wesley found himself just as fearful as the profane sailors. He realized 
he did not have a spiritual conversion with resultant inner assurance of eter-
nal life. In contrast, an accompanying group of Moravian pietists remained 
serene and peaceful, singing and praying, during the storm.
Soon the storm subsided, but an ecclesial storm soon erupted in Savan-
nah. Wesley had been impressed with a young girl named Sophia Hopke, 
who daily accompanied her mother to study Scriptures with Wesley. Wesley 
thought that this was the ideal partner for his life’s work. However, his life’s 
16 Ibid., 44.
17 Ibid., 22–23.
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work took precedent in Georgia, and soon Sophia eloped with another man, 
perhaps in desperation that Wesley would never put her ahead of his bur-
geoning ministry. Devastated and bewildered, Wesley let his heart overrule 
his head and publically refused them communion on the technicality of not 
receiving prior permission. Scandal erupted, and in a lawsuit, Sophia’s new 
husband accused Wesley of defamation of character. When his superiors 
heard the news, Wesley was recalled to England shortly before legal papers 
could be served in Savannah. On his way home on the ship, he lamented to 
God, 
I went to America to convert the Indians, but, O! Who shall con-
vert me who, what is he that will deliver me from this evil heart 
of unbelief I have a fair summer religion; I can talk well, nay, and 
believe myself, while no danger is near; but let death look me in the 
face, and my spirit is troubled. Nor can I say, to die is gain.18
Upon returning to England, the spiritual peace and assurance of the Mora-
vians continued to so impress Wesley that he began to attend their meet-
ing of the Fetter Lane Society. Their leader, Peter Bohler, emphasized the 
need to meditate upon Scriptures and wait patiently for the Holy Spirit 
to give Wesley the assurance he needed. One evening after Evensong 
at St. Paul’s Cathedral, he went to a meeting where the Moravians were 
reading from Luther’s preface to Romans. Here Luther examined how he, 
after being a churchman for many years, realized he did not possess such 
faith.
Wesley recognized his condition as equivalent. Wesley had been trained 
as an ecclesial leader at the best seminary in England, yet only now was his 
heart being trained to trust God for his own eternal destiny. That night, his 
heart was “strangely warmed.”19 Wesley realized that there had to be a spiri-
tual transformation in people as well as an intellectual one. 
Wesley left a changed man. He believed that even though a person has 
been a churchgoer for many years, unless he has faith in the personal death 
of Jesus Christ for his sins and no longer fears death, then a person is not 
converted. His new message was that conversion was a spiritual transfor-
mation, not just a cultural one. This allowed people who had thought of 
themselves for many years as Anglicans to reevaluate if they truly trusted 
and believed in Christ inside.
This spiritual journey led Wesley to emphasize the pivotal nature of a 
conversionary experience, which he felt his peers in the Church of England 
had downplayed. Wesley wrote, “What is the end of all ecclesiastical order? 
Is it not to bring souls from the power of Satan to God, and to build them up 
18 John Wesley, Journal, January 24, 1738. 
19 John Wesley, Journal, May 24, 1738. 
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in His fear and love? Order, then, is so far valuable as it answers these ends; 
and if it answers them not, it is nothing worth.”20
In dozens of letters I have studied at the John Rylands Library at the Uni-
versity of Manchester, I have noted Wesley’s repeated commands to Wes-
leyan preachers was to keep conversion central to their preaching and to 
do so even above their administrating duties. For example, Wesley wrote to 
one preacher that,
It is not your business to preach so many times, and to take care of 
this or that society; but to save as many souls as you can; to bring as 
many sinners as you possibly can to repentance, and with all your 
power to build them up in that holiness without which they cannot 
see the Lord.21
2) effective evangelism as a Process model
Regarding a second principle, Gibbs puts it this way, “the evangelistic task 
does not stop short as ‘presence’ and ‘proclamation,’ but includes the neces-
sity of ‘persuasion’ in response to the prompting and guiding of the Holy 
Spirit Christian presence is the essential starting-point.”22 
McGavran
As a missionary administrator, McGavran saw many good deeds done in 
the name of Christ, but with little emphasis upon conversion and resultant 
discipleship follow-through. McGavran would recall, “As my convictions 
about mission and church growth were being molded in the 1930s and ‘40s 
they ran headlong into the thrust that mission is doing many good things in 
addition to evangelism.”23 Wagner described this period as, 
Back when The Bridges of God was published, liberal Christianity 
was having a heyday. The social gospel was in, and a massive effort 
had been mounted to redefine the terms “mission” and “evange-
lism.” Mission means fulfilling the cultural mandate. Evangelism 
meant giving a cup of cold water in the name of Jesus and helping 
Muslims or Buddhists become better people. Advocating conver-
sion to Christianity was regarded as distasteful, something akin to 
coercion or manipulation. Donald McGavran, who himself had 
20 John Wesley, Letter to John Smith, 1746.
21 John Wesley in Thomas Coke and Francis Asbury, The Minutes of Several Conversations 
Between the Rev. Thomas Coke. LL.D., the Rev. Francis Asbury, and Others, at a Conference 
Begun in Baltimore (Philadelphia: Printed by Charles Cist, in Arch Street, the corner of 
Fourth Street, 1785), 12.
22 Gibbs, “McGavran & The Relevance,” 232. 
23 Donald A. McGavran, “My Pilgrimage in Mission,” International Bulletin of Missionary 
Research 10 (1986): 54. 
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once advocated these positions, now saw their spiritual emptiness. 
He launched a thirty-year crusade to bring the meanings of mission 
and evangelism back to their classic, biblical moorings.24
Though McGavran saw evangelism as requiring groundwork in good 
deeds, he believed that groundwork was squandered if it did not lead to the 
most important waypoints of conversion and responsible involvement in 
the body of Christ. McGavran continued the quote above, saying, “These 
good deeds must, of course, be done, and Christians will do them.  I myself 
was doing many of them.  But they must never replace the essential task of 
mission, discipling the peoples of earth.”25
McGavran’s process model with conversion at the apex caused a storm in 
missiological circles, especially in his chapter titled, “Presence and Procla-
mation in Christian Mission,” which he contributed to the book, Eye of the 
Storm: The Great Debate in Mission.26 Still McGavran championed the neces-
sity of social engagement, especially in his article, “The Right and Wrong 
of the ‘Presence’ Idea of Mission.”27 Later, Towns and Wagner would add 
persuasion as a third aspect.28 Though McGavran would not ignore presence, 
his strong emphasis upon proclamation would weaken the holism of his 
model, as pointed out by his critics.
Wesley
Due to Wesley’s own spiritual journey from Oxford savant, to celebratory 
church planter, to broken servant of Christ, he had come to view spiritual 
transformation in a similar nuanced and process model as McGavran. In 
addition to his spiritual journey, Wesley’s convictions arose out of a theo-
logical synergy between the Moravians’ quietude and the Anglicans’ works. 
Manfred Marquardt sums up,
Nevertheless, Wesley’s simultaneous emphasis of justification by 
faith alone and the necessity of good works looked like a case of 
constant tightrope walking.... Using biblical passages and Augus-
tine’s words, Wesley solidified his view that ethical passivity and 
24 C. Peter Wagner, ed., Church Growth: State of the Art (Wheaton: Tyndale, 1989), 23.
25 Donald A. McGavran, “My Pilgrimage in Mission,” International Bulletin of Missionary 
Research 10 (1986): 54.
26 Donald A. McGavran, ed., Eye of the Storm: The Great Debate in Mission (Waco, TX: 
Word Books, 1972).
27 Donald McGavran, “The Right and Wrong of the ‘Presence’ Idea of Mission,” Evangeli-
cal Missions Quarterly 6 (1970). 
28 C. Peter Wagner, Win Arn, and Elmer L. Towns, Church Growth: State of the Art (Whea-
ton, IL: Tyndale House Publishers, 1986), 43–46, and C. Peter Wagner, Strategies for 
Church Growth: Tools for Effective Mission and Evangelism (Ventura, CA: Regal Books, 
1987), 117–28.
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justifying grace are mutually exclusive. This theological dialectic, 
which appropriately placed Paul and James side by side, made it 
possible for Wesley to emphasize equally the doctrines of justifica-
tion by faith alone (against Anglican legalism, which accused him 
of fanaticism) and the necessity of good works (against any-mys-
tical or pietistic quietism). It is through this synthesis that Wesley 
laid the foundation for his social ethics.29
While McGavran stressed proclamation must be added to the common 
practice of presence evangelism, Wesley balanced presence and proclama-
tion with discipleship. First, he did so because the Church of England was 
negligent in its work in presence evangelism. We shall discuss this further 
shortly. Secondly, Wesley felt that the post-conversion incorporation into a 
community of believers was often the missing link from conversion to dis-
cipleship. As a result, Wesley’s small group system was born in part out of 
his frustration at seeing the same persons convert repeatedly at subsequent 
preaching events. Because Wesley traveled a preaching circuit, he might not 
return to a town for several weeks. His letters suggest that his idea for post-
conversion care arose because he saw the same people profess repeatedly 
their conversion at subsequent preaching events. While his close friend 
George Whitefield might attribute this to predestination, Wesley, due to his 
own spiritual journey, was more likely to blame the follow-up of new con-
verts than the selection of God. 
To incorporate people who might be on a progressive journey of faith, 
Wesley embraced an updated version of his Oxford small group. Called a 
“class meeting,” these were gatherings of approximately twelve people who 
met for spiritual introspection and Bible study. Wesley viewed participa-
tion as so critical to spiritual formation, that he required small group par-
ticipation before Wesleyans could attend the popular preaching meetings. 
This would be akin to requiring modern congregants to show proof they 
attended a Sunday school class before they were admitted to the Sunday 
worship service.
Wesley’s process model, which equally built upon presence, proclama-
tion, and discipleship, now resulted in his most famous theological princi-
ple—the progressive nature of sanctification. He famously intoned, “Every-
one, though born of God in an instant, yet undoubtedly grows by slow 
degrees.”30 Expanding this in his sermon, The Scripture Way of Salvation, he 
stated, “At the same time that we are justified, yea, in that very moment, 
sanctification begins.”31
29 Manfred Marquardt, John Wesley’s Social Ethics: Praxis and Principles (Nashville: Abing-
don Press, 1992), 127.
30 John Wesley, Letter, 27 June 1760.
31 John Wesley, “The Scripture Way of Salvation,” sermon 43.
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3) The danger of redemption and lift 
Gibbs states this principle as follows: “A church should beware of pursuing 
personal maturity at the expense of ongoing evangelism; otherwise a com-
munication gap will open up between the church and community through 
the process of ‘redemption and lift.’”32
McGavran
Wesley’s emphasis upon sanctification brings us to another parallel with 
McGavran, and that is McGavran’s warning about the negative side of 
“redemption and lift.” McGavran had seen in the missionary field that the 
redeeming nature of Christ often lifted new believers out of their previ-
ous relationships into a stratified Christian culture. As they socially lifted 
due to their redemption, their relationships with non-Christians became 
dislodged and so did their effectiveness in reaching their non-converted 
neighbor.33 
Wesley
Unlike McGavran, Wesley was not pigeonholed into either a presence or 
proclamation camp. In McGavran’s day, many mainstream churches had 
been doing social presence ministry. However, in Wesley’s day, the poor had 
to fend for themselves, largely ignored by the Church of England as well as 
the new emerging middle class of the Industrial Revolution. 
A short excursion into Wesley’s life illustrates the genesis of Wesley’s con-
cern for the poor. Wesley had become a professor at Lincoln College and 
the leader of a group so called “The Holy Club.” A member of their group, 
William Morgan, suggested the plight of the needy was so great that this 
group of young, well-to-do seminarians ought to weekly visit the prisoners 
in the local Castle Prison. Herein began Wesley’s solidarity with the poor, as 
he suggested personal visits to the poor by Wesleyans as the primary way to 
stay connected to their needs. 
Herein lies the most important lesson for today’s small group move-
ments. Wesley saw the propensity for small groups to become insular and 
closed, and so he required they maintain regular ministry to the poor. This 
alone kept the Wesleyan movement connected to the needs of the disen-
franchised masses. Denominations today such as the Salvation Army point 
proudly to their heritage as following in the footsteps of Wesley. 
In Wesley’s time, most doctors to the poor were little more than swin-
dlers and charlatans. In reaction, Wesley had dabbled in organic and natu-
ral remedies, writing a popular book on them titled, Primitive Physick, or 
32 Gibbs, “McGavran & The Relevance,” 244.
33 Donald McGavran, Understanding Church Growth (Grand Rapids: Wm. B Eerdmans 
Publishing, 1970), 295–313.
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An Easy and Natural Method of Curing Most Diseases.34 Not only were the 
class meetings enlisted to serve the poor, but also the regional “preaching 
houses” customarily opened free medical clinics to meet physical needs of 
the poor. The number of Methodist hospitals that exist today are a historical 
testimony to this foundational ethos.
While McGavran offered few prescriptions to counteract the negative 
aspects of redemption and lift, Wesley made it a hallmark of his discipleship 
process. By requiring class meetings to regularly visit the needy, Wesley cre-
ated a system where every small group had to serve the poor. Because small 
groups were now required of all followers (i.e. Wesleyans), and small groups 
were all required to regularly serve the poor, the new Wesleyan movement 
was dually focused outward and inward.
The result was that the Wesleyan movement had organizational elements 
that kept redemption and lift from removing Christians from the most 
needy (spiritually and physically) in a society. 
4) The importance of multiplication 
Gibbs states, “To sustain church growth, in addition to expanding existing 
congregations, new churches should be planted, cell groups multiplied, and 
local leadership trained on the apprenticeship model.”35 
McGavran
McGavran stated, “If God’s plan for the salvation of the world is to be car-
ried out, a mighty multiplication of living congregations must occur in most 
pieces of the mosaic in most countries.”36 McGavran believed so strongly 
in church planting and utilizing a house church model to do so,37 he even 
planted a house church himself.38 
Calling for church revitalization and multiplication amid a mosaic of 
cultures, McGavran still appears wary of what he calls “conglomerate con-
gregations,” probably because he saw so few healthy multi-cultural models. 
McGavran stated, “In which the multitudinous pieces of the human mosaic 
can become Christian.... Requiring converts to join conglomerate congrega-
tions will hinder the church from rapidly spreading to panta ta ethne.”39
 
Still, 
34 John Wesley, Primitive Physick, or An Easy and Natural Method of Curing Most Diseases, 
1761.
35 Gibbs, “McGavran & The Relevance,” 240.
36 McGavran, Understanding Church Growth, 75.
37 Ibid., 322.
38 Donald A. McGavran, “House Churches: A Key Factor for Growth,” Global Church 
Growth 29 (1992): 5–6.
39 McGavran, Understanding Church Growth, 406.
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recent studies by Leadership Network appear to take a different view, citing 
multi-cultural mega-churches as increasingly proficient in conversionary 
growth.40
Wesley
The Wesleyan movement spread across England through the proliferation of 
neighborhood class meetings and regional preaching houses. However, as 
a clergyman in the official Church of England, Wesley knew church plant-
ing in another’s parish was forbidden by law. Still, because of the physical 
and spiritual needs going unaddressed by the state church, Wesley planted 
class meetings and societies (i.e. a cluster of class meetings focused around 
a weekly preaching meeting) in other parishes. In fact, it was after criticism 
from clergy colleagues that Wesley was intruding upon their parish bound-
aries that Wesley proclaimed, “the world is my parish,” in the context of the 
following argument:
God in Scripture commands me, according to my power, to instruct 
the ignorant, reform the wicked, confirm the virtuous. Man for-
bids me to do this in another’s parish; that is, in effect, to do it at 
all, seeing I have now no parish of my own, nor probably ever shall. 
Whom then shall I hear, God or man? … I look upon all the world 
as my parish; thus far I mean, that, in whatever part of it I am, I 
judge it meet, right, and my bounden duty to declare unto all that 
are willing to hear, the glad tidings of salvation.41
The proliferation of preaching houses across England eventually led not only 
to an increase in the number of conversions, but also to an ecclesial doppel-
ganger of the Church of England. Soon after Wesley’s death, the Wesleyans 
separated from their progenitors, and a new denomination was born, which 
owed its genesis to Wesley’s emphasis upon multiplication. 
5) Pragmatism in methodology
Gibbs observes, “This essentially pragmatic approach is one of the great 
contributions of church-growth thinking in the field of missiology (See 
James Scherer’s appreciation in International Review of Mission 60, 1971, 
page 127).”42
40 Warren Bird, Megachurch Resources, Leadership Network, 2014, retrieved from http://
leadnet.org/megachurch.
41 John Wesley, Journal, June 11, 1739.
42 Gibbs, “McGavran & The Relevance,” 228. Gibbs also warns, “Yet at the same time it 
poses great dangers if such pragmatism is pursued without adequate theological under-
girding and critical reflection” (see footnote in original).
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McGavran
Tim Stafford writes, “McGavran’s second principle was a fierce pragma-
tism. If a technique makes the church grow, he is for it. If not, throw it out”… 
so “pour your resources into winning channels.”43 C. Peter Wagner records 
McGavran as saying, “As to methods, we are fiercely pragmatic.”44
McGavran states, “Without clear-cut, aggressive plans for the growth of 
the church, there will be no growth. The church doesn’t grow by carrying 
on good youth meetings, a good Sunday School, good preaching or a good 
choir unless these are inspired by a desire to see persons become disciples 
of Jesus Christ and responsible members of His church.”45 
Wesley
Wesley foreshadowed McGavran with a similar pragmatism because of eter-
nal consequences, stating, “What is the end of all ecclesiastical order? Is it 
not to bring souls from the power of Satan to God, and to build them up in 
His fear and love? Order, then, is so far valuable as it answers these ends; 
and if it answers them not, it is nothing worth.”46
Wesley who had advanced the ideas of prevenient (preparing) grace, 
accepting (justifying) grace, and sustaining (sanctifying) grace, also sug-
gested that there were means of grace or avenues by which grace might be 
given in personal piety or works of mercy. Wesley also suggested that some 
avenues of grace were “prudential means of grace.”47 Here he meant there 
was an allowance for methods that just pragmatically worked. For Wesley, 
prudential means of grace were strategies where there “might not be prec-
edent, but against which no scriptural or doctrinal objections could be 
made.”48
leGac y: Not a Par allel
Ed Stetzer, on the fiftieth anniversary of the founding of the American Soci-
ety for Church Growth, suggested that the Church Growth Movement had 
lost some of its influence, because it had de-evolved into a focus on church 
43  Tim Stafford, “The Father of Church Growth,” Mission Frontiers Journal ( January 
1986).
44  Wagner, Strategies for Church Growth, 72, citing McGavran’s unpublished address, “For 
Such a Time as This,” delivered at Fuller Seminary School of World Mission, 1970.
45  McGavran with Win Arn, How to Grow a Church: Conversations about Church Growth 
(Glendale, CA: G/L Publications, 1973), 169–70.
46  John Wesley, Letter to John Smith, 1746.
47  John Wesley, Works of John Wesley, Vol. 8, 252.
48  Kevin M. Watson, Pursuing Social Holiness: The Band Meeting in Wesley’s Thought and 
Popular Methodist Practice (New York: Oxford University Press, 2013), 5.
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methods.49 However, Stetzer argued it was not McGavran’s principles, but 
rather the many subsidiary tactics based upon them that painted the Church 
Growth Movement as another passing fad. Believing it was not so, Stetzer 
challenged us to return to the authenticity of McGavran’s principles. 
McGavran
As a legacy, though, could the Church Growth Movement be just another a 
fad? McGavran was, in fact, asked this question and replied with the following: 
Interviewer: How would you react to a church leader who said, 
“This is just a fad”?
McGavran: I would simply say, … “Do you believe yourself to be 
a New Testament Christian? Do you take the New Testament seri-
ously? Do you believe God wants His lost children found? Do you 
believe that John 3:16 is true? Do you believe that God really wants 
all these lost people found?”50 
McGavran suggested that the message and its eternal consequence should 
ensure that church growth is always more than a passing trend. Why, then, 
are people so likely to view McGavran’s principles as another passing craze? 
Perhaps it is because celebrated church growth tactics can be so cultur-
ally and contextually captive. Why, then, did the derisive label “Method-
ist” not undergo the same voguish fate? The answer may lie in whether a 
movement is known by its time-captive tactics or by the story, beliefs, and 
principles of its leader.
My colleague Kent R. Hunter told me that Donald McGavran never 
wanted any legacy to bear his name.51 An endowed chair at Fuller Theo-
logical Seminary might be the only exception. Yet, because McGavran did 
not permit his name to linked more closely to this movement, he may have 
allowed it to become characterized by its tactics and not its principles. The 
practical and teleological term church growth seemed to place the emphasis 
upon visible organizational growth at the expense of McGavran’s principles 
of transformation and discipleship.
Wesley
Wesley, too, had qualms about his name being attached to the movement. 
Unlike McGavran, though, he seemed to dissuade it only a little. As a result, 
49 Ed Stetzer, “The Evolution of Church Growth, Church Health, and the Missional 
Church: An Overview of the Church Growth Movement From, and Back to, Its Mis-
sional Roots, Journal of the American Society for Church Growth,” paper given at the 
American Society of Church Growth, Biola University, 2008, 21.
50 John Wasem, “An Interview with Donald McGavran,” The Visionary Magazine, (March 
1989).
51 Kent R. Hunter, discussion with the author, April 2005.
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Wesleyans came to espouse the principles of a complex genius who strove 
for his own spiritual transformation as well as the transformation of society. 
In contrast, the Church Growth Movement seems to have downplayed the 
essential principles of its founder in favor of contextual tactics that wane 
and ebb with time.
Therefore, let us end with a comparison of something that is not paral-
lel, but which is worthy of future reflection. One wonders what might have 
happened if …
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